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Coronavirus vaccine strategy needs rethink after 
resistant variants emerge, say scientists 
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Leading vaccine scientists are calling for a rethink of the goals of vaccination 
programmes, saying that herd immunity through vaccination is unlikely to be possible 
because of the emergence of variants like that in South Africa. 


The comments came as the University of Oxford and AstraZeneca acknowledged that 
their vaccine will not protect people against mild to moderate Covid illness caused by 
the South African variant. The Oxford vaccine is the mainstay of the UK’s 
immunisation programme and vitally important around the world because of its low 
cost and ease of use. 
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They followed results from two vaccines, from Novavax and Janssen, which were 
trialled there in recent months and were found to have much reduced protection 
against the variant - at about 60%. Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna have also said the 
variant affects the efficacy of their vaccines, although on the basis of lab studies only. 
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UK minister defends South Africa's decision to pause rollout of Oxford Covid vaccine - video 


All the vaccines, however, have been found to protect against the most severe disease, 
hospitalisation and death. 


South Africa’s health minister, Zweli Mkhize, said in comments reported by Reuters on 
Sunday that the country would suspend use of the Oxford jab in its vaccination 


programme while scientists advised on the best way to proceed. 


Covid-19 in the UK 


Daily cases Daily deaths Total deaths 


114 131,487 


Mar +4,240 vs last week 
Vaccination rollout 
Daily vaccinations Received 1st dose Received 2nd dose 
231,038 71.1% 61.9% 
Dec +15,709 vslastweek (\ EM) mE 
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Cases and deaths as published 19 Aug 2021. Vaccinations as % of total population (including under 
18s), published 18 Aug 2021. Daily vaccinations includes both doses. Weekly change shows difference 
from 7 days ago. Source: data.gov.uk. 


Shabir Madhi, professor of vaccinology at the University of the Witwatersrand who has 
been chief investigator on a number of vaccine trials in South Africa, including the 
Oxford one, said it was time to rethink the goals of mass Covid vaccination. 


“These findings recalibrate thinking about how to approach the pandemic virus and 
shift the focus from the goal of herd immunity against transmission to the protection of 
all at-risk individuals in the population against severe disease,” he said. 


The UK vaccines minister, Nadhim Zahawi, said the British public should maintain 
confidence in the Oxford jab, writing in the Telegraph that the vaccines being deployed 
“appear to work well against the Covid-19 variants currently dominant in the UK”. 


He continued: “In terms of other variants, not in the UK, we need to be aware that even 
where a vaccine has reduced efficacy in preventing infection there may still be good 
efficacy against severe disease, hospitalisation, and death.” 


Prof Andrew Pollard, chief investigator on the Oxford vaccine trial, emphasised the 
value of the vaccines in reducing the burden on health systems. 


“This study confirms that the pandemic coronavirus will find ways to continue to 
spread in vaccinated populations, as expected, but, taken with the promising results 
from other studies in South Africa using a similar viral vector, vaccines may continue to 
ease the toll on health care systems by preventing severe disease,” he said. 


Sarah Gilbert, professor of vaccinology at Oxford, said on the BBC’s Andrew Marr Show 
that even if vaccines do not bring down the numbers infected with variant strains, they 


save lives. “We may not be reducing the total number of cases but there’s still 
protection in that case against deaths, hospitalisations and severe disease,” she said. 


“That’s really important for healthcare systems, even if we are having mild and 
asymptomatic infections. To prevent people going into hospital with Covid would have 
a major effect.” 


Ravi Gupta, professor of clinical microbiology at the University of Cambridge, said that 
it was pragmatic to adopt the approach that vaccines will prevent severe disease and 
death rather than enabling herd immunity in countries like South Africa. To stop 
transmission - if it were possible - would mean delivering huge numbers of vaccine 
doses, which are not working so well, very rapidly. 
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“We probably need to switch to protecting the vulnerable, with the best vaccines we 
have which, although they don’t stop infection, they probably do stop you dying,” he 
said. 


A The Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccine is thought to be less effective against the South Africa variant of coronavirus. Photograph: 
Daniel Leal-Olivas/AFP/Getty Images 


It was less of an issue for the time being in countries like the UK where vaccines were 
working and the immunisation programme was reaching millions. “Because we have 
better access to vaccines, we can be more ambitious but different countries pursue 


different strategies, then travel resumes and it may be very hard to stop these variants,” 
he said. 


The vaccines perform better against the Kent variant. On Friday, the Oxford team 
published a study in pre-print, before peer review, showing efficacy dropped from an 
average of 84% to 75%. 


All the vaccine developers are now working on tweaking their vaccines to increase 
efficacy against variants that have mutations in the spike protein. The protein, which 
attaches to human cells, is the target of most of the vaccines. Gilbert told the BBC on 
Sunday that “we have a version with the South African spike sequence in the works. 


“Tt looks very likely that we can have a new version ready to use in the autumn.” This 
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would open up the possibility of some people having a third jab later in the year. 


There have been more than 100 cases of the South Africa virus identified in the UK so 
far. Attempts are being made to prevent the spread with quarantine measures for 
overseas visitors and house-to-house testing in areas where there has been a case. 


Zahawi told the BBC that, in future, people should expect regular booster shots of 
Covid vaccines, “in the way we do with flu vaccinations, where you look at what 
variant in virus is spreading around the world, you rapidly produce a variant of vaccine 
and then begin to vaccinate and protect the nation”. 


Quick Guide 
Vaccines: how effective is each one? 


All the vaccines, he said, have some effect on the UK and South Africa variants. More 
data would be available by mid-February that would help decide the pace of the 
relaxation of lockdowns. 


Even though some countries, like Greece, are talking of admitting only tourists who 
have been vaccinated this summer, Zahawi reiterated there were no plans to introduce 
a vaccine passport in the UK. It would be discriminatory, he said. People could, 
however, ask for a certificate of vaccination from their GP if they needed it, he added. 


“Of course you have the evidence that you’ve been vaccinated held by your GP and if 
other countries require you to show proof of that evidence that is obviously up to those 
countries ...... but we have no plan to introduce a vaccine passport,” he told the BBC’s 
Andrew Marr Show. 


Case numbers and deaths dropped substantially on Sunday, although some of that will 
be the weekend effect. There were 15,845 cases, 29,326 people in hospital and 373 
deaths reported, according to government figures. 


... aS you're joining us from Canada, we have a small favour to ask. Tens of millions 
have placed their trust in the Guardian’s high-impact journalism since we started 
publishing 200 years ago, turning to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity 
and hope. More than 1.5 million readers, from 180 countries, have recently taken the 
step to support us financially - keeping us open to all, and fiercely independent. 


With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we can set our own agenda and provide 
trustworthy journalism that’s free from commercial and political influence, offering a 
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counterweight to the spread of misinformation. When it’s never mattered more, we 
can investigate and challenge without fear or favour. 


Unlike many others, Guardian journalism is available for everyone to read, regardless 
of what they can afford to pay. We do this because we believe in information equality. 
Greater numbers of people can keep track of global events, understand their impact 
on people and communities, and become inspired to take meaningful action. 


We aim to offer readers a comprehensive, international perspective on critical events 
shaping our world - from the Black Lives Matter movement, to the new American 
administration, Brexit, and the world's slow emergence from a global pandemic. We 
are committed to upholding our reputation for urgent, powerful reporting on the 
climate emergency, and made the decision to reject advertising from fossil fuel 
companies, divest from the oil and gas industries, and set a course to achieve net 
zero emissions by 2030. 


If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however big or 
small, powers our journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian from as 
little as CA$1 - and it only takes a minute. Thank you. 


Support the Guardian > Remind me in October ) VISA 
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